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I. Background–Roadway System Performance 
in Montana 

 

This paper is the TranPlan 21 2002 Update to the Montana Department of Transportation’s 
(MDT) policy goals and actions for roadway system performance. This policy paper provides 
recent background on the current performance of Montana’s highway system and the trends 
affecting the future performance of the system. Key issues concerning the current and future 
performance of the highway system are described and strategies for addressing them are outlined. 

A. The Extent of Montana’s Highway System 
Montana is one of the most rural states in the nation, covering a large, sparsely populated 
land area. The highway system plays a central role in allowing the state to function 
politically, economically, and socially. Three-quarters of all miles traveled in Montana are 
outside of the State’s urban areas. Montana’s highway system connects small communities 
to regional service centers and the major cities to one another and the rest of the nation. In 
addition, Montana’s highway system plays a key role in the National Highway System 
providing important interstate and international transportation corridors. 

The extent of Montana’s highway system is summarized in Exhibit I-1 below. There are 
almost 70,000 centerline miles and 130,000 lane-miles on the state’s highway system. The 
transportation system represents the largest single capital investment in the State of 
Montana. The challenge for Montana is to identify the most effective strategies for 
preserving and maintaining this system. Using existing resources most cost effectively is a 
key objective for MDT because the amount of funding per mile of roadway in Montana will 
always be relatively low compared to other states. This is because Montana has a large 
highway system relative to its population. 

Although Montana has a relatively high gas tax of 27 cents per gallon, the state ranks 47th 
in the nation in terms of revenue-dollars per mile of roadway. The state’s limited population 
restricts the potential for generating additional funds. A particular challenge for Montana is 
funding maintenance activities that are ineligible for federal funds and ensuring that there 
are sufficient state revenues to meet the match requirements for federal funding. 
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Exhibit I-1: Montana’s Highway System Miles by Functional 
Classification, 2002 

System Classification Centerline Miles Total Lane Miles 
Interstate 1,191 4,765 
Rural:   
 - Principal Arterial 3,755 9,997 
 - Minor Arterial 3,016 6,111 
 - Major Collector 7,046 14,023 
 - Minor Collector 9,006 17,762 
 - Local Road 44,130 76,392 
Subtotal 66,953 124,285 
Urban:   
 - Principal Arterial 231 769 
 - Minor Arterial 228 479 
 - Collector 302 608 
 - Local Street 1,842 3,638 
Subtotal 2,603 5,494 
Total 69,556 129,779 

Source: MDT Data and Statistics Bureau, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

The exhibit illustrates the extent to which Montana is a rural state; fully 92 percent of the 
state’s roadway capacity is in jurisdictions that are designated as rural. In recent years, the 
expansion of urban areas has transferred a small portion of the total mileage from rural to 
urban areas. Increases in lane miles will affect future maintenance planning by State and 
local officials. The State must plan for the current and future availability of resources to 
maintain the existing system and any increase in the number of lane-miles. 

1. Current Roadway Conditions 
Although a low population generally translates to low traffic volumes, deterioration of 
the highway infrastructure is not proportionately distributed. The key factors 
influencing pavement deterioration include truck traffic, time, and weather. These 
factors are also the primary causes for deterioration of bridges, culverts, signs, 
guardrails, etc. Delaying preservation escalates the overall costs for the maintenance 
and replacement of infrastructure. Montana’s highway users pay for preserving and 
maintaining the roadway network. It is important to note that many maintenance 
activities are not eligible for federal cost sharing. 

With a few notable exceptions, there is adequate capacity to meet current travel 
demands. Maintaining and preserving the current performance level of the system is an 
important planning and management challenge for the State. 

Montana has seen pavement condition improvements over the past ten years; however, 
there are many miles with poor structural conditions and a short remaining life. The 
development of the MDT’s pavement management system has provided much needed 
information about the extent of pavement preservation needs. 
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2. Pavement Conditions 
Pavement conditions are monitored through MDT’s Pavement Management System. 
Several performance measures are used to track pavement conditions, including: 

• Ride Index (IRI) – determined by using an internationally applied roughness 
index in inches per mile, and converting to a 0-100 scale. 

• Rut Index (RI) – calculated by converting rut depth to a 0-100 scale. Rut 
measurements are taken approximately every foot and averaged into one-tenth 
mile reported depths.  

• Alligator Crack Index (ACI) – measured by combining all load associated 
cracking, and converting the index into a 0-100 scale. 

• Miscellaneous Cracking Index (MCI) – calculated by combining all non-load 
associated cracking, and converting the index into a 0-100 scale. 

• Overall Performance Index (OPI) – determined by combining and placing various 
weighting factors on the IRI, RI, ACI, and MCI figures, and converting the index 
to a 0-100 scale. The OPI is calculated to provide a single index describing the 
current general health of a particular route or system. 

Exhibit I-2 presents these measured indices for Interstate, and non-Interstate NHS, and 
Primary roadways in Montana for the last five years. 

Exhibit I-2: Interstate Non-Interstate NHS, and Primary Roadway 
Condition Indices,  

1997 – 2001 

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 Percent Change 
(‘97 – ‘01) 

Interstate       
 - Ride Index 79 78 79 80 82 4% 
 - Rut Index 69 61 69 70 71 3% 
 - Alligator Crack Index 93 94 93 94 95 2% 
 - Misc. Cracking Index 86 84 82 87 87 1% 
Overall Performance Index 64 61 64 67 68 6% 
Primary (includes Non-Interstate NHS)   NHS/STP NHS/STP 
 - Ride Index 73 73 75 76 76/73 4%/0% 
 - Rut Index 68 59 64 65 63/64 -7%/-6% 
 - Alligator Crack Index 94 95 96 96 97/97 3%/3% 
 - Misc. Cracking Index 89 89 86 87 88/89 -1%/0% 
Overall Performance Index 62 59 62 63 62/62 0%/0% 

Source: MDT, Pavement Management Section Annual Pavement Condition Reports, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 
Note: Index descriptions in presented in the text. 
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• The overall condition of Interstate and Primary roadways in the State has 
increased over the last five years. 

• The recent improvements in pavement condition are the result of MDT’s heavy 
investment in preventive maintenance.  

3. Roadway Congestion 
MDT measures the congestion on the State’s roads using congestion indices and a 
measure of the level of service of roadway segments. On the rural highway corridors, 
congestion indices consist of point values ranging from 0 - 100 and are a numerical 
representation of the Levels of Service (LOS), A through F. 

Congestion 
Index Range LOS 

85 - 100 A 
70 - 84 B 
55 - 69 C 
40 - 54 D 
25 - 39 E 
0 - 24 F 

 
On the Interstate System in Montana, any segment with a LOS below B is considered 
congested. On the Non-Interstate NHS, Primary, and Secondary Systems, a LOS of C 
or below is considered congested. 

The 2000 statewide Congestion Index rating for Montana’s rural highway system is as 
follows: 

System Congestion Index LOS 
Interstate 94 A 
Non-Interstate NHS 76 B 
Primary 80 B 
Secondary 92 A 

 
Measurements of the congestion index indicate that, over the last several years, rural 
roads have remained relatively free of traffic congestion compared to urban roadways. 
Between 1996 and 1998, the congestion indices for statewide, rural NHS roads, and 
the statewide, rural primary and secondary roadways remained constant. Local 
congestion hotspots have been identified throughout the State, and projects are 
underway to alleviate and reduce congestion where possible. Currently, MDT does not 
consistently measure congestion in the urban areas on a statewide basis. However, 
MDT has work underway to monitor urban area congestion. 

4. Bridge Conditions 
Bridges are a critical part of the State’s roadway infrastructure. The temporary closing 
of these structures reduces capacity on, or can shut down, transportation corridors, 
pushing traffic volumes onto other roadways less capable to handle the traffic and 
increasing travel times for system users. In general, MDT inspects each bridge for 
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damage or deterioration at least once every two years. The Department uses the 
following definitions for identifying bridges requiring attention: 

• Structurally Deficient – Restricted to light vehicles only, or is closed and 
requires rehabilitation to re-open. 

• Functionally Obsolete – Vehicle operations are restricted based upon federal 
standards that look at a variety of criteria (deck geometry, approach road 
alignment, etc.). 

Exhibit I-3 presents the number and condition of roadway bridges located in Montana. 

Exhibit I-3: Change in Condition of Roadway Bridges in Montana,  
1995 - 2000 

Bridges Structurally Deficient Functionally Obsolete 
Highway 
System 1995 2000 1995 2000 Percent 

Change 1995 2000 Percent 
Change 

Interstate 816 844 2 0 -100.0% 208 209 0.5% 
NI-NHS 499 510 24 11 -54.2% 35 31 -11.4% 
Primary 497 609 16 21 31.3% 41 41 0.0% 
Secondary 481 541 34 23 -32.4% 52 47 -9.6% 
Urban 60 58 5 6 20.0% 26 19 -26.9% 
Local On-System 246 266 22 20 -9.1% 23 11 -52.2% 
Local Off-System 1,855 1,859 313 259 -17.3% 524 308 -41.2% 
Total 4,454 4,687 416 340 -18.3% 909 666 -26.7% 
Source:  MDT Bridge Management System, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis.  
Note: This Exhibit excludes bridge structures under federal jurisdiction, such as BIA, USFS, BLM, and railroad 

bridges. 

The exhibit illustrates the following key trends: 

• Since 1995, the state has reduced the number of bridges either structurally 
deficient or functionally obsolete by almost 25 percent. However, the majority of 
these bridges are maintained by local agencies with assistance by the State. 

• While local authorities have focused on fixing functionally obsolete bridges 
(insufficient capacity, etc.) the MDT has devoted more effort to refurbishing or 
replacing structurally deficient bridges. 

Some 25 percent of the bridges are functionally obsolete. Addressing these 
deficiencies requires a considerable expenditure of funds. Bridge projects tend to be 
costly. First steps should include a review of these bridges and prioritizing them for 
refurbishment or replacement. MDT may also assist local transportation agencies 
review their functionally obsolete bridges. 

5. Overall Use of Montana Roadways 
The general characteristics of roadway use in Montana are measured in terms of: 

• Daily vehicle miles traveled. 

• Daily commercial vehicle miles traveled. 
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• Number of vehicles registered in Montana. 

• Number of vehicles crossing the Montana-Canada border. 

6. Daily Vehicle Miles Traveled 
Daily vehicle miles traveled (VMT), calculated from measured traffic counts over road 
segments throughout the state, provides an indicator of the amount of traffic using the 
State’s road network. Overall, Montana’s State system handles the vast majority of all 
passenger and freight-miles of transportation activities for the State. 

Exhibit I-4: Daily VMT, 1995 – 2000, in Millions 

District 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 Annual 
Change 

Missoula 6.208 6.113 6.154 6.304 6.400 6.545 1% 
Butte 3.924 4.062 4.086 4.329 4.394 4.410 2% 
Great Falls 3.411 3.422 3.405 3.488 3.593 3.566 1% 
Glendive 2.190 2.070 2.106 2.112 2.082 2.153 0% 
Billings 4.214 4.234 4.214 4.174 4.237 4.262 0% 
Total 19.947 19.901 19.965 20.407 20.706 20.935 1% 
Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

Exhibit I-4 illustrates that overall traffic volumes on Montana’s roadways have 
increased by about one percent per year between 1995 and 2000. The areas with the 
highest growth are within MDT’s Missoula and Butte Districts. The high growth is 
around Missoula and Bozeman while growth has been relatively flat in other areas of 
the state. The growth in traffic volumes in some urban areas has required the State to 
fund and deliver transportation projects to increase roadway capacity, as well as 
increase maintenance of some corridors. 

While growth has been consistent over the past five years, Exhibit I-5 below indicates 
the rate of growth has actually decreased over the last five years compared to the 1990 
to 1995 period. Traffic growth throughout the State in the first half of the 1990s 
totaled almost 19 percent, compared to 5 percent for the second half of the decade. 

Exhibit I-5: Change in Daily VMT, 1990 – 2000, in millions 
VMT (millions) Percent Change District 1990 1995 2000 90 – 95 95 – 00 

Missoula 4.941 6.208 6.545 25.6% 5.4% 
Butte 3.362 3.924 4.410 16.7% 12.4% 
Great Falls 2.994 3.411 3.566 13.9% 4.5% 
Glendive 1.974 2.190 2.153 10.9% -1.7% 
Billings 3.579 4.214 4.262 17.7% 1.1% 
Total 16.851 19.947 20.935 18.7% 5.0% 

Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

These two exhibits also illustrate traffic volume trends from a regional perspective. 
The western and south central part of the State shows the most growth, while the 
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eastern and northern portions of the State have seen little or no growth over the last 
five years. 

Exhibit I-6 illustrates the split between rural and urban VMT. For the last decade, 
nearly 80 percent of the daily VMT occurred in rural areas, although the growth rate in 
VMT in urban areas has historically been slightly higher than in rural area. 

Exhibit I-6: Urban/Rural Vehicle Miles Traveled Split, 1990 – 2000 
Percent Change 

 1990 1995 2000 
1990 – 1995 1995 – 2000 

Rural VMT 13.4 15.7 16.5 18% 5% 
Urban VMT 3.5 4.2 4.5 21% 6% 
Total 16.9 19.9 20.9 18% 5% 
Rural Percentage 79% 79% 79% - - 
Urban Percentage 21% 21% 21% - - 

Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

7. Daily Commercial Vehicle Miles Traveled 
Another example of trends in traffic volumes is illustrated by the amount of 
commercial traffic moving through the State. MDT collects commercial daily vehicle 
miles traveled statistics on rural Interstate, non-Interstate National Highway System, 
and Primary System routes. Exhibit I-7 indicates that the growth in commercial traffic 
has been moderate, about 1.8 percent per year. 

Exhibit I-7: Statewide Rural Commercial Daily VMT, 1995 – 2000, 
 in Millions 

System 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 Annual Change
Interstate 1.168 1.157 1.181 1.247 1.337 1.376 3.3% 
Non-Interstate NHS 0.624 0.623 0.633 0.632 0.605 0.617 -0.2% 
Primary System 0.271 0.273 0.269 0.271 0.261 0.263 -0.6% 
Total 2.062 2.052 2.084 2.150 2.204 2.257 1.8% 

Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

The following trends are highlighted: 

• Interstate routes experienced the greatest increase in commercial traffic volumes, 
while traffic volumes on NHS and Primary systems have actually decreased. 

• Overall, commercial volumes total about 10 percent of all miles traveled when 
compared to data presented in Exhibit I-4. 
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Exhibit I-8 further illustrates that the growth in commercial traffic has slowed down 
over the last five years compared to the previous five-year period. 

Exhibit I-8: Change in Daily Commercial Daily VMT, 1990 – 2000 
VMT (millions) Annual Change System 1990 1995 2000 90 – 95 95 – 00 

Interstate 0.942 1.168 1.376 4.4% 3.3% 
Non-Interstate NHS 0.856 0.624 0.617 -6.1% -0.2% 
Primary System - 0.271 0.263 N/a -0.6% 
Total 1.799 2.062 2.257 2.8% 1.8% 
Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 

Commercial traffic increases are attributed to: 
• The expansion of the state and national economy. 

• Changes in the rail industry and the development of larger unit trains, requiring 
greater reliance on truck transportation for carrying goods to markets and to 
intermodal transfer points. 

• The passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement. 

8. Roadway Safety 
Exhibit I-9 presents a few key trends in traveler safety in Montana: accidents, 
fatalities, and injuries. Over 22,000 accidents were reported in 2000, with just over 
half occurring in rural areas. Reported accidents increased by 10 percent over the last 
five years. 

Exhibit I-9: Vehicular Fatalities and Injuries on Montana Public 
Roadways, 1990 – 2000 

Percent Change  1990 1995 2000 1990 – 1995 1995 – 2000 1990 – 2000 
Accidents* 17,805 21,903 22,350 23.0% 2.0% 25.5% 
 - Urban 9,641 11,679 10,664 21.1% -8.7% 10.6% 
 - Rural 8,164 10,224 11,686 25.2% 14.3% 43.1% 
Fatalities 212 215 237 1.4% 10.2% 11.8% 
 - Urban 12 30 18 150.0% -40.0% 50.0% 
 - Rural 200 185 219 -7.5% 18.4% 9.5% 
Injuries 8,210 8,013 8,135 -2.4% 1.5% -0.9% 
 - Urban 3,223 4,204 4,272 30.4% 1.6% 32.5% 
 - Rural 4,987 5,964 6,531 19.6% 9.5% 31.0% 
Annual VMT† 8,332 9,339 9,882 18.4% 4.9% 24.2% 
Fatality Rate‡ 2.54 2.30 2.40 -9.5% 4.2% -5.7% 
Injury Rate‡ 98.54 108.88 109.32 10.5% 0.4% 10.9% 
Source: MDT Planning Division, Traffic Safety Section, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 
*Reported accidents. Data is not easily comparable from year to year due to changes in reporting procedures by local 

authorities. 
†In millions.    ‡Per 100 million miles traveled. 
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The following trends highlight traffic and accident statistics over the last ten years: 
• Accidents in urban areas have decreased slightly over the last five years; 

however, in both five-year periods 1990 – 1995 and 1995 – 2000, the number of 
accidents in rural areas has increased. 

• Between 1990 and 2000, fatalities have increased almost 12 percent, while traffic 
volume (measured in vehicle miles traveled) has increased almost 25 percent. 
The fatality rate has declined by nearly six percent over the same period. 

• Fatality rates increased over the five-year period 1995 – 2000 compared to the 
1990 – 1995 period, from 2.30 to 2.40 fatalities per 100 million miles traveled. 
The fatality rate has increased in line with the volume of traffic (4.2 and 4.9 
percent respectively). 

9. Future Traffic Volumes 
As indicated above, Montana has a highway system that is in good condition and 
meets today’s demands from its users. However, the challenge for Montana is to 
ensure that the system can meet the demands of the twenty-first century. 

Sustaining existing performance levels to meet tomorrow’s demands will be a 
challenge. Montana’s population, economy, and associated travel demands are 
changing. There has been a large growth in vehicle miles traveled in Montana over the 
past decade. This growth has varied considerably between the different regions of the 
State. These growth rates are particularly pronounced in the faster growing areas of the 
State. The growth rates are due to the overall increase in population and employment 
in the State, increased visits to the State for tourism, a growth in bridge traffic through 
the State, and an overall growth in the number of miles driven by each Montanan. 

A twenty-year forecast for each of four roadway types: Interstate, Primary and Non-
Interstate NHS, Secondary, and Urban roadways, is presented in Exhibit I-10 below. 
The forecast is based on individual system roadways measured and calculated volume 
statistics for the last ten years. 

Exhibit I-10: 20 Year Forecast of Daily VMT by Roadway System 

System 2000 2010 2020 Percent Change 
2000 – 2020 

Interstate 6,675,000 8,218,000 10,158,000 52% 
Primary/NI-NHS* 9,995,000 12,508,000 15,728,000 57% 
Secondary 1,978,000 2,576,000 3,370,000 70% 
Urban 2,287,000 2,814,000 3,479,000 52% 
Total 20,935,000 26,116,000 32,735,000 56% 

Source: MDT Data and Statistic Bureau,  
*Primary includes NHS and non-Interstate NHS due to pre-2000 accounting standards. 
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Exhibit I-11 shows the forecast increase in VMT by MDT district between 2000 and 
2020. 

Exhibit I-11: 20 Year Forecast of Daily VMT by MDT District 

District 2000 2010 2020 Percent Change 
2000 – 2020 

Percent Total in 
2020 

Missoula 6,545,000 8,644,000 11,440,000 75% 35% 
Butte 4,410,000 5,752,000 7,514,000 70% 23% 
Great Falls 3,566,000 4,248,000 5,065,000 42% 15% 
Glendive 2,153,000 2,394,000 2,662,000 24% 8% 
Billings 4,262,000 5,078,000 6,055,000 42% 18% 
Total 20,935,000 26,116,000 32,735,000 56% 100% 

Source: MDT Data and Statistics Bureau  
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Exhibit I-12: 20 Year Forecast of Daily Vehicle Miles Traveled  
by MDT District and Roadway System 

District and 
System 2000 2010 2020 Percent Change 

2000 – 2020 
Missoula:     
  - Interstate 1,542,000 1,957,000 2,485,000 61% 
  - Primary/NI-NHS* 3,893,000 5,246,000 7,070,000 82% 
  - Secondary 588,000 829,000 1,170,000 99% 
  - Urban 522,000 616,000 716,000 37% 
Subtotal 6,545,000 8,644,000 11,440,000 75% 
Butte:     
  - Interstate 2,043,000 2,700,000 3,570,000 75% 
  - Primary/NI-NHS* 1,604,000 1,997,000 2,488,000 55% 
  - Secondary 380,000 513,000 693,000 82% 
  - Urban 384,000 541,000 764,000 99% 
Subtotal 4,410,000 5,752,000 7,514,000 70% 
Great Falls:     
  - Interstate 820,000 959,000 1,122,000 37% 
  - Primary/NI-NHS* 1,721,000 2,049,000 2,440,000 42% 
  - Secondary 456,000 575,000 724,000 59% 
  - Urban 569,000 666,000 779,000 37% 
Subtotal 3,566,000 4,248,000 5,065,000 42% 
Glendive:     
  - Interstate 536,000 593,000 656,000 22% 
  - Primary/NI-NHS* 1,370,000 1,514,000 1,672,000 22% 
  - Secondary 213,000 250,000 293,000 38% 
  - Urban 34,000 38,000 42,000 22% 
Subtotal 2,153,000 2,394,000 2,662,000 24% 
Billings:     
  - Interstate 1,735,000 2,009,000 2,326,000 34% 
  - Primary/NI-NHS* 1,408,000 1,702,000 2,058,000 46% 
  - Secondary 341,000 409,000 491,000 44% 
  - Urban 779,000 958,000 1,179,000 51% 
Subtotal 4,262,000 5,078,000 6,055,000 42% 
TOTAL 20,935,000 26,116,000 32,735,000 56% 

Source: MDT, Dye Management Group, Inc. analysis. 
Note: Totals may not add due to rounding.  
*Primary includes NHS and non-Interstate NHS due to pre-2000 accounting standards. 

The forecast indicates that daily roadway utilization will grow the most in MDT’s 
Missoula and Butte Districts, driven by the growth anticipated in Missoula, Flathead, 
and Gallatin Counties. VMT growth forecasts for these two districts indicate that: 

• The Primary and Non-Interstate NHS and Secondary Highways in the Missoula 
area will experience nearly double the vehicle miles traveled on a daily basis. 

• The Secondary and Urban Highways in MDT’s Butte District will double in 
vehicle miles traveled on a daily basis. 

• Overall, the vehicle miles traveled on all highways in the Missoula and Butte 
Districts will grow by over 70 percent over the next twenty years. 
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II. Key Roadway Performance Issues 

 

A. Issues Raised by Citizens and Industry 
Representatives 
In the 1995 TranPlan 21 edition, citizens and industry representatives identified a number of 
issues concerning the current and future performance of Montana’s highway system. The issues 
were described in detail in the 1995 TranPlan 21 edition of Issue Identification Results. 
The overall public sentiment identified in 1995 was that Montana has an excellent highway 
system given the State’s size, population density, and resources. Public sentiment indicated 
that the highway system is essentially complete and that the MDT should focus its efforts on 
preservation and maintenance. The 2002 TranPlan Update public involvement found a 
continuation of these views; however, MDT’s customers and partners also raised a number of 
issues relating to how MDT can best preserve mobility in faster growing parts of the State. 

The general issues identified in 1995 were as follows: 

• Recognition that improvements will be needed in response to growth. There was 
recognition that traffic growth is creating the need for improvements in certain corridors 
and at some intersections. Most frequently noted was US Highway 93 between Kalispell 
and Missoula. However, there was no consensus about the extent to which Montanans 
wish to choose between adding capacity and managing with a lower level of service. 

• Concern about improvements on low volume roads. Concern was expressed about 
the inability to fund improvements on low volume roads, especially those that are 
gravel. Paving gravel roads remains an issue. Many users of these roads would prefer 
them to be paved; however, the cost of paving and then maintaining them can be high 
if the roads are lightly used. 

• Need for access management. Montanans recognized the benefits to system 
performance of better access management and control in major corridors. 
However, participants cautioned against a statewide approach that does not take regional 
differences into consideration. (This issue area and related land use planning issues are 
addressed in the “Access Management and Land Use Planning Policy Paper).” 

• Prevention of billboard proliferation. There was a substantial amount of concern 
about billboard proliferation, especially along scenic corridors. 

• Desire for the highway system to meet the needs of tourism and other growth 
industries. The important role that highways play in Montana’s growing tourist industry 
and in interstate and international commerce was acknowledged. There is a belief that it 
is the MDT’s responsibility to address this through planning and project development. 
(This issue area is addressed in the “Economic Development Policy Paper).” 
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• Expressed concern for the impact on pavement conditions parallel to abandoned 
rail lines. There was concern about the impacts to pavements on the Secondary system 
and some county roads from rail branch line abandonment. 

Generally, the TranPlan 21 2002 Update issue analysis is consistent with these 
perspectives. The following general conclusions regarding roadway system performance 
were drawn from the TranPlan 21 2002 Update issue identification: 

• Montanans are Generally Satisfied with the State’s Transportation System and 
MDT’s Overall Planning Direction. The different input mechanisms consistently 
indicate that MDT’s overall policy direction and performance addresses Montanans’ 
priorities. Surveys completed by public meeting attendees and planning newsletter 
recipients revealed that almost 90 percent of respondents agreed with MDT’s overall 
policy direction: first preserve and maintain the system, with safety improvements, and 
then expand capacity. Survey respondents would distribute resources in the same priority 
as MDT does currently: first preservation, with safety, and then expansion. 

• MDT Should Address Economic Development. Specific issues raised included 
highway expansion to accommodate growth, high expansion to promote economic 
development, developer impact fees, improvements to better accommodate tourism, 
and freight-related needs. This issue area is addressed in detail in the TranPlan 21 
2002 Update “Economic Development Policy Paper.” 

• Roadway Safety is a Statewide Concern. Roadway safety issues are a concern across 
the state. In particular, bicycle and pedestrian safety, motorcycle safety, and increased 
roadway signage were concerns. This issue area is addressed in detail in the TranPlan 
21 2002 Update “Traveler Safety Policy Paper.” 

• MDT Should Continue to Improve Communication with Customers. MDT 
customers acknowledge that MDT has improved communication but want to see a 
continuation of this trend. The interest is for more information on highway 
improvement plans, programs, and project delivery status.  

• The State’s Rest Areas Need Improvement. Rest area level of service was identified at 
every public meeting as an issue that needs to be addressed in the TranPlan 21 2002 
Update. The 2003-2007 Tourism and Recreation Industry Strategic Plan public meetings 
echoed those concerns. 

• Trends in the State’s Agricultural Industry Are Impacting Roadway System 
Performance. Public meeting participants noted that consolidation in the State’s 
agricultural industry has led to increased truck traffic, and consequent wear, on the 
State’s roadways. The 2000 Montana Rail Plan noted that grain dealers and railroads 
have been building 110-car loading facilities in order to reduce their costs.  

• Montanans Are Concerned About Future Funding For Highway Improvements. 
The State’s ability to meet matching requirements to obtain future federal funding was 
an issue raised at several public meetings. MDT management also expressed concern 
with MDT’s ability to fund the State’s portion of federally funded projects. 
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• Context Sensitive Design is an Important Issue in Some Regions and Needs to be 
Consistently Employed. Public meeting participants in Missoula and Great Falls 
stated that transportation design should be better integrated with communities. 

• MDT Should Continue to Coordinate with Neighboring States and Provinces. 
According to the Vision 2005 Task Force on Agriculture, highway transportation 
regulations among Montana’s neighboring states and provinces are inconsistent. 
Negotiating among states and provinces to standardize regulations should improve the 
hauling of Montana products. MDT District Administrators also expressed a desire to 
coordinate planning with neighboring states and provinces. 

The financial benefits of Corridor Preservation and advance acquisition of right-of-way 
were emphasized. Stakeholders and public meeting participants stressed the importance of 
the advance acquisition of right-of-way in key corridors. An example provided is the Great 
Falls bypass. Benefits due to reduced costs of right of way and faster project delivery were 
expressed. In addition, MDT stakeholders believe that MDT should be trying to coordinate 
with local jurisdictions’ development review processes to preserve mobility through 
corridor management. 

B. Continued Need to Set Informed Priorities for 
Roadway System Performance  
Montana has an extensive highway system that MDT must operate, maintain, preserve, and 
further develop to meet its customers many needs. These many and diverse needs exceeded 
available funding. One of MDT’s important management activities is the allocation of funds 
between different categories of need to ensure that the roadway system’s performance meets 
the priorities of the system users. 

The 1995 TranPlan 21 recognized that the ongoing planning process should provide the 
mechanism through which competing needs are addressed and performance objectives set 
for the transportation system. With needs exceeding resources, TranPlan 21 committed 
MDT to establishing a process for setting overall priorities for resource allocation. This 
process is called Performance Programming Process (P3), which represents a big step 
towards balancing resource allocation between different categories of need based upon the 
system performance benefits that Montana will gain. The technical analysis of the process 
relies on using the best available conditions data and trade-off analysis to ensure that dollars 
are allocated based on MDT’s customers’ priorities, those projects that will yield the biggest 
benefits to the users of the highway system are prioritized. 

Through P3, MDT makes investment decisions based on public input, available resources, 
and system performance levels versus stated goals. A funding plan for each district is based 
on predicted system performance, anticipated funding, and a specific program mix (such as 
reconstruction, rehabilitation, and repaving). 

Montana’s highway users have competing and conflicting priorities. No matter how well 
MDT manages the highway program, the performance of the system over the next twenty 
years will depend upon the ability and willingness of Montanans to pay for it. To set 
informed priorities, it is important that Montanans understand the financial constraints 
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affecting the preservation and development of the system. There are frequent demands for 
improvements that arguably will facilitate economic development; however, if funded, they 
would come at the cost of other improvements. Many jurisdictions and transportation 
interests have their own priorities and agendas for projects that they would like funded. 
These cannot all be met and they do not necessarily reflect the general interest of the state. 

TranPlan 21 is used to set the overall system-level policy priorities for addressing road system 
needs. The 1995 TranPlan 21 placed emphasis on prioritizing pavement preservation. The 
resulting benefits have been seen in terms of improved pavement conditions. As MDT 
continues to refine P3, some of the issues to address will be at what level to preserve the 
system and how to balance preservation with new capacity needs. The policy goals coming 
from this plan update will assist decision-makers in establishing this balance. 

C. Continued Importance of Pavement Preservation 
Pavement performance is derived from measuring and tracking pavement conditions 
annually, including cracking, rutting, and ride quality. MDT’s pavement management 
system (PvMS) is used to analyze the actual performance of the pavement after investments 
are implemented. 

MDT’s performance objective for pavement is to preserve the pavement conditions on 
Interstate, NHS, and Primary Systems at existing or higher levels. The ride index, a measure 
of the quality (smoothness) of the ride as perceived by the highway user, is the primary 
measure for attaining the performance objective. For each of the highway systems, a 
performance target has been set: 

• Interstate: average ride desirable or superior, and less than 10 percent of the interstate 
miles are below desirable levels. 

• NHS: average ride desirable or superior, and less than 20 percent of the NHS miles are 
below desirable levels. 

• Primary: average ride desirable or superior, and less than 20 percent of the Primary 
miles are below desirable levels. 

The following pavement preservation issues arise from the evaluation of recent trends, 
existing conditions, and practices as part of the TranPlan 21 technical work. 

From the long-range planning perspective, the key issues for pavement preservation are 
addressed through P3. These ensure that, at the system level, there is the most effective 
allocation of available resources to maximize pavement performance. However, at the 
project programming and development level, it is important that the right types of treatment 
are performed in the right places. This means that there is a good tie between the allocation 
of resources and the high priority projects. 

D. Paving Gravel Roads on the Secondary Highway 
System 
Almost all the roads on the Secondary Highway System are functionally classified as rural 
major collectors. In 2000, through Senate Bill 3, MDT became responsible for the 
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maintenance of all paved Secondary Highways. To ensure good pavement maintenance, 
MDT has worked to extend the pavement management system to these roadways, and 
continues to improve its maintenance management practices. 

MDT can face considerable pressure from users to pave low volume gravel roads on the 
Secondary Highway System. In many cases, such routes have average daily traffic under 250 
vehicles. Given the resources available, there are often other projects in each district that are a 
higher priority for Secondary Highway System funds. This pressure is now compounded by 
the fact that, once paved, the roads become MDT’s maintenance responsibility. For many 
counties with extremely limited road maintenance funds, this is an attractive outcome. 
However, it is not in Montana’s highway users’ overall interests to pave these roads ahead of 
other projects. Despite these constraints, as resources allow, roads are paved through 
Secondary Highway System projects. There are well-defined prioritization guidelines used in 
each district to rank Secondary projects that are nominated by the counties. 

E. Existing Reconstruction Practices 
MDT’s Geometric Design Standards (approved December 4, 1992) set design standards for 
highway reconstruction and construction projects. These standards guide the modernization 
and addition of capacity that occurs as part of reconstruction. Projects are planned and 
programmed as reconstruction or reconstruction with capacity. 

However, many roads are in need of work to meet Montana’s design goals. They cannot all 
be improved immediately and many will not be funded over the next twenty years. 
Therefore, to use funds effectively, two key issues arise: 

• The need to strengthen nomination guidelines to trigger improvements with precisely 
defined criteria. 

• The need to further tie capacity improvements to future traffic volumes. 

1. Need to Strengthen Nomination Guidelines to Trigger 
Improvements 
The MDT’s geometric design standards recognize that it is not cost effective to spend 
money evenly over the entire State’s system. MDT has further recognized that, to most 
effectively manage its program, it is necessary to establish nomination guidelines for 
prioritizing highway projects. These nominating guidelines can be thought of as 
minimum tolerable conditions. These guidelines determine whether a project is 
eligible for prioritization for inclusion in the program. If conditions deteriorate below 
the nominating guidelines, the guidelines can be used to trigger needed improvements 
and an improvement project can be considered for inclusion in the program. The 
improvement is planned to the design standards that reflect the optimum condition of 
the roadways in each system. 

MDT can further refine these guidelines to ensure that funds are allocated in the most 
effective way to accomplish roadway system performance objectives established 
through P3. The guidelines for mobility or capacity can be based upon general roadway 
characteristic’s that are unknown to reduce the free flow of traffic. These can include 
narrow lanes and shoulders, steep and rolling terrain, sharp curves, truck and 
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recreational vehicle volumes, and general traffic volumes. These conditions will differ 
depending upon the functional role or system. For example, congestion may be more 
tolerable on the urban system than the interstate or primary system. 

2. Need to Consider Tying Mobility Improvements to Future 
Traffic Volumes 
Capacity additions to address mobility not only require an initial investment for 
construction, but also add to all future maintenance costs by increasing the inventory 
of lane miles that must be maintained. To avoid adding capacity where additional 
traffic does not justify it, there is a need to tie capacity improvements to expected 
traffic growth and modernization needs. 

As discussed above, nomination guidelines can provide the basis for identifying 
projects to address mobility needs. Among the factors that could be included is 
whether or not the segment or corridor is forecast to exceed a certain volume within 
the next twenty years. The Congestion Management System is developing a series of 
performance measures that could be used to track this type of information. 

In addition, there are other factors such as safety that are extremely important in 
considering capacity related improvements. In fact, many projects that result in 
increased capacity are primarily intended to modernize unsafe, outdated roads rather 
than add capacity. 

3. Need to Explore Ways to More Efficiently Develop 
Major Reconstruction Projects 
In the last few years, MDT has initiated several long corridor-level environmental 
impact studies (EIS). These studies tend to be long and costly. Further, it is not clear 
that MDT will be able to fund in the near term all the improvements arising from these 
EIS’s. With preconstruction costs rising, there is a need to consider more efficient ways to 
determine corridor-level needs. 

F. Issues Arising From Trends Analysis 
The TranPlan 21 2002 Update analyzed the travel demand trends affecting Montana and 
the future conditions affecting roadway system performance. These are summarized below. 

• Travel demand growth will be most heavily concentrated in Missoula, Flathead, 
and Gallatin counties. 
The economy and population in these counties are forecast to grow at a much faster 
rate than elsewhere in the state. Analysis conducted and documented in the “Economic 
Development Policy Paper” is reproduced in Exhibit II–1. The analysis indicates that 
the Flathead, Gallatin, and Missoula Counties experienced strong urbanization growth 
trends, nearly twice the state average. 
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Exhibit II–1: Population Changes in Urban Counties and Statewide,  
1990 to 2000 

 
Flathead, 

Gallatin, and 
Missoula 

Lewis & Clark 
and 

Yellowstone  

Silver Bow 
and Cascade Statewide 

Population, 2000 189,200 185,100 115,000 902,200 
Percent Change from 1990 26% 15% 3% 13% 
Source: NPA Data Services 

 
This means that MDT needs to plan ahead to preserve mobility in the corridors in and 
through these counties. The existing system will need to accommodate more traffic. 
This will be important for both the regional and statewide economy. 

• MDT will have to balance resources between where travel demand is growing 
versus where it is stable or declining. 
Montana has a large transportation system for MDT to preserve and maintain. 
Performing the most cost-effective highway preservation and maintenance practices on 
the entire system limits the resources available to meet system expansion needs. MDT 
will need to continue to use P3 to determine at what performance level the system will 
be preserved and to balance resources between systems and types of need. 

• Maximizing the productivity of the existing system will be critical given the type 
and location of expected travel demand growth and MDT fiscal constraints. 
Montana’s growth trends will increase travel demand on the corridors into and through 
the urban centers in Flathead, Gallatin, and Missoula Counties. In Yellowstone County 
and other urban counties that will grow more slowly, business and development tends 
to relocate slowly along the arterials into the urban centers. As shown in the 
“Economic Development Policy Paper,” MDT will need to target capacity 
improvements or system expansion to address these demand trends. However, MDT 
has a large statewide system to maintain and preserve. Therefore, it will become 
increasingly important for MDT to plan ahead to address operational issues such as 
signal control and other traffic management functions that can increase the 
productivity of Montana’s infrastructure. MDT will need to ensure that it is doing the 
preparatory work including planning and construction to be positioned to implement 
the types of ITS applications in these corridors that will maximize their productivity. 

• Coordinated investment and planning with local jurisdictions will be of strategic 
importance for Montana. 
MDT’s success in maintaining mobility and achieving economic development and 
quality of life objectives is increasingly dependent upon coordinated investment and 
planning with local jurisdictions. This is a strategic issue for Montana because without 
effective coordination it will become increasingly costly and take longer to maintain the 
transportation system. Montana’s geography limits the opportunity for new alignments. 
Coordinated multi-jurisdictional planning is necessary to accommodate future growth 
effectively so that city streets, new development, and site planning are coordinated with 
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arterial planning and management. While this coordination is now taking place, it is 
important to note that in the future it will need to take place with jurisdictions that do not 
currently have much capacity and for whom many of the issues and implementing 
actions open to them are new. This means that MDT needs to work with local 
jurisdictions and through the urban area transportation planning processes, to jointly 
preserve Montana’s transportation corridors and plan to maintain mobility. 

• The nature of farm-to-market travel demands is changing. 
The “Economic Development Policy Paper” notes the trends in the delivery of freight 
rail services in Montana and the consolidation of grain elevators. The continuation of 
these trends will result in new farm-to-market travel demands that MDT will need to 
consider. Some of these trends include longer hauls of grain to rail-head elevators and 
larger commercial trucks on major collector highways. 



Montana Department of Transportation – TranPlan 21 2002 Update 
Roadway System Performance Policy Paper 

Page 20 

ROADWAY SYSTEM PERFORMANCE.DOC 
 D Y E  M A N A G E M E N T  G R O U P ,  I N C .  

III. Policy Goals and Actions 

 

This section outlines the policy goals and actions for addressing roadway system performance 
issues adopted by the TranPlan 21 Steering Committee. 

POLICY GOAL A. – Establish explicit priorities for roadway 
improvements. 

• First Priority – Preservation of Montana’s Existing Highway 
System 

• Second Priority – Capacity Expansion and Mobility 
Improvement 

• Third Priority – Other Improvements 
This policy goal implemented through the Performance Programming Process (P3) provides 
an explicit framework for prioritizing projects and developing the Statewide Transportation 
Improvement Program. The intent of the policy is not to use all funds solely for preservation 
projects but to establish the MDT’s overall priorities. In implementing TranPlan 21, P3 
establishes a balance between funding these different priorities for roadway improvements 
using the pavement, bridge, and congestion management systems. Safety improvements are 
not noted specifically within the priority list, simply because safety is not prioritized before 
or after other activities. Safety is addressed by MDT in all activities, and therefore is not 
established within a particular priority. In addition, there is a separate policy paper 
specifically addressing traveler safety. The following lists the overall roadway priorities 
established by TranPlan 21: 

First Priority - Preservation of Montana’s Existing Highway System 
The first priority is treatments that reduce the lifecycle cost of Montana roadways because 
roads that are not preserved in this way will result in: 

• Large increases in repair costs. 

• Operating cost increases for road users. 

• Increases in accident rates. 

• Increases in environmental damage. 

• Increases in travel delays. 

MDT’s overall goal is to preserve Interstate, Non-Interstate, and Primary Highway System 
pavements at desirable or better conditions as defined by P3, and establish goals for 
improving Secondary Highway System pavement conditions. 
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It should be noted that reconstruction projects have many of the same benefits as 
preservation treatments, including decreased maintenance costs and decreased repair and 
operating costs. 

Second Priority - Capacity Expansion and Mobility Improvement 
Maintaining mobility through capacity expansion and operational improvements is needed 
in certain corridors to manage congestion and maintain levels of service. Capacity needs are 
typically addressed as part of major reconstruction projects. The TranPlan 21 2002 Update 
shows that MDT will have capacity needs to address in its most urban counties over the 
next 20 years. The “Economic Development Policy Paper” identifies capacity needs through 
urban areas as a key part of MDT’s plan to maintain system reliability and support 
economic development. To maintain mobility in Montana’s growing corridors over the next 
twenty years will require a combination of capacity improvement, corridor management, 
enhanced traffic operations, and increased use of multimodal solutions. 

Third Priority - Other Improvements 
These include a number of other types of projects such as traffic signals and rest area 
improvements. 

ACTION A.1. Enhance the Performance Programming Process (P3) to 
strengthen the link between policy and planning goals and project selection. 

MDT established P3 as an ongoing mechanism to link policy and planning goals to project 
selection. This action recognizes that this is an ongoing process and that MDT continues to 
improve it through each cycle of updates to the construction program, the STIP, and MDT’s 
management systems. The intent of the action is to enhance P3 to help MDT establish the 
relative priority at the system level between categories of need such as mobility, 
preservation, and safety. Through this action, MDT will enhance the process used to assess 
the impact on different types of system performance depending on the allocation of 
resources between categories of need. In this way, P3, which is used to provide information 
to help allocate resources between different categories of need, will be enhanced. 

ACTION A.2.  Provide and disseminate transportation system performance 
information. 

This action involves MDT maintaining an ongoing communications program to educate and 
inform its customers, partners, and stakeholders regarding its accomplishments in meeting 
performance objectives. P3 provides a mechanism for doing this and the maintenance 
quality assurance program now being implemented will provide valuable information in this 
regard. MDT is frequently under public pressure to make investments that would not be 
good management decisions, whether to “do the worst first” in the areas of pavement 
preservation or to provide highway capacity improvements that are not justified based on 
project traffic levels. The action will provide information about the relationship between 
system-level investment decisions and system-level performance, which will link 
investment decisions with performance outcomes. 



Montana Department of Transportation – TranPlan 21 2002 Update 
Roadway System Performance Policy Paper 

Page 22 

ROADWAY SYSTEM PERFORMANCE.DOC 
 D Y E  M A N A G E M E N T  G R O U P ,  I N C .  

A continuous communications program that educates the public and transportation 
stakeholders about needs as well as improvements and successes of the transportation 
program will help build credibility and cooperation for system-wide strategies. The 
maintenance quality assurance program that MDT is now implementing can provide a state-
of-the-art example of this type of approach and show the relationship between funding 
levels for maintenance and maintenance levels of service. 

ACTION A.3.  Regularly update the cost allocation study to ensure equity in 
user fees and include analysis of Secondary Highway System use. 

This action involves updating the cost allocation study to ensure equitable fees for highway 
use. Future updates will address Secondary Highway System use. 

ACTION A.4. Assist local jurisdictions to improve their pavement 
management practices and to support their use of pavement management 
systems.  

MDT is working with local governments to improve the collection of data and to support 
their use of contemporary pavement management practices. The action will help local 
governments to make better decisions in selecting Urban Highway System preservation 
projects and in spending their funds off-system. 

POLICY GOAL B. – Preserve mobility for people and industry in 
Montana. 

This policy goal recognizes that to maintain the quality of life and to support a productive 
economy Montana needs to maintain mobility. The intent of the policy is to provide a goal 
to guide MDT’s planning, investment, and operating decisions. It is recognized that 
financial resources need to be targeted to where they are most cost-effective. At the 
statewide level that involves considering both the role of a highway in the overall 
transportation system and the use of that highway by people and industry. 

ACTION B.1.  Establish criteria (goals and guidelines) to determine when to 
add capacity as part of reconstruction projects. 

Applying such criteria will help the MDT use technical data and expertise to justify 
widening rather than other means of maintaining mobility that are less dependable. In some 
cases, widening will be justifiable based upon safety alone or safety combined with traffic 
volumes. The specific criteria can be used to provide guidelines for categorizing projects in 
the project selection process. 
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ACTION B.2. Establish and prototype a process and guidelines for 
developing corridor-level strategies that address reconstruction needs. 

This action addresses major reconstruction projects needed to rebuild highways that can no 
longer be cost-effectively preserved through pavement preservation projects and/or needed 
to improve capacity to accommodate increased travel demands or address safety problems. 
In both cases, the highway is rebuilt to MDT’s current geometric design standards. 
Regardless of whether the primary driver for the project is reconstruction or mobility, MDT 
has been initiating long corridor-level environmental impact studies (EIS). These studies 
tend to be long and costly. Further, it is not clear that MDT will be able to fund in the near 
term all the improvements arising from these EIS’s. The intent of this action is to establish a 
more effective process for determining, prioritizing, and staging reconstruction projects 
primarily driven by the need to rebuild old highways. 

The action will involve convening a working group composed of representatives from MDT 
Districts, the Engineering Division, FHWA, and the Planning Division to develop an 
improved process and methodology for determining corridor-level reconstruction needs and 
advance planning strategies such as access management, advance acquisition of right-of-
way, and short term operational improvements. The intent of the action is to prototype a 
corridor strategy as a “proof of concept.” The lessons learned would then be used to develop 
guidelines for application statewide. 

ACTION B.3.  Establish and implement proactive corridor preservation in 
corridors forecast to have capacity constraints over the next twenty years. 

This action will enable MDT to maximize the productivity of the State’s existing highway 
system and reduce the cost of future highway improvements. The action will also reduce the 
time it takes to develop and build projects. To implement the action, it will be necessary to 
evaluate the tools that are available for corridor preservation. These include a variety of 
right-of-way actions in addition to outright fee simple acquisition, access management, 
encouragement of local jurisdictions to enact setback ordinances, and other corridor 
management approaches. 

ACTION B.4.  Inform local planning and development officials of the State’s 
desire to preserve key transportation corridors, encourage and assist local 
jurisdictions to address right-of-way preservation in local land use plans and 
access management programs, and support MDT objectives for these 
transportation corridors. 

This action involves working with local jurisdictions to ensure that their decisions do not 
impact corridor right-of-way preservation and to establish a coordinated approach to 
supporting the future development of Montana’s major transportation corridors. Through 
this action, MDT will provide technical assistance and advocacy to local jurisdictions to 
encourage them to become active partners in corridor preservation. 
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ACTION B.5.  Pursue advanced acquisition of right-of-way (fee simple or less 
than fee simple) on highways that are currently congested and forecasts 
indicate will be congested in the next twenty years. 

While it is difficult to set aside funding for right-of-way acquisition, particularly in the face 
of critical needs for preserving the physical infrastructure, the life cycle cost will be less 
because the right-of-way will be acquired at lower cost than it would be after development 
is allowed to occur. In addition, acquisition costs in high growth areas will increase 
dramatically. 

Action B.6.  Develop a Context Sensitive Design toolkit to support project 
development.  

This action would involve developing a series of conceptual design or illustrations of design 
solutions that address parking, community character, pedestrian accommodation, bicycle 
facilities, wild life crossing and traffic calming that are applicable to Montana’s different 
environments. These would be tools to aid dialogue and discussion during project scoping 
and the early stages of design. The intent of the action is to provide real world examples of 
context sensitive design applications that have been used in Montana and comparable 
situations with beneficial outcomes. 

POLICY GOAL C. Improve the productivity of the roadway system. 

This policy goal is intended to maximize the productivity of Montana’s transportation 
system. This can be accomplished by increasing the numbers of people and the value of 
commodities that can travel through the existing or the improved system. The intent is to 
design, manage, and operate the transportation system so that the maximum return in terms 
of throughput of people or goods is realized in the major corridors. This puts Montana’s 
capital investment in roadways to its most productive use. The actions that address this 
policy include ensuring that roadways can effectively accommodate public transportation, 
using ITS to improve productivity, and increasing MDT’s traffic operations capacity. 

ACTION C.1.  Include consideration of public transit needs in updates to the 
Geometric Design Standards and identify criteria and locations for transit 
supportive design. 

The technical analysis undertaken as part of TranPlan 21 indicates that current public 
transportation is not likely to change the need for capacity improvements. In some parts of 
the State, population growth and the related increase in travel demand will result in needs 
for capacity improvements over the next twenty years. Rising population will increase the 
demand for transit and automobile use and will create more potential for modal trade-offs. 
This action establishes options for including consideration of how to accommodate public 
transportation most effectively on Montana’s highways as demand for it increases and how 
to provide infrastructure that supports modal trade-offs and an increase in ride sharing. 
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To identify criteria and locations for transit supportive design, future transit use of the 
highway system must be anticipated in the criteria and guidelines for project development. 
This will require working with transit system operators to identify any high volume 
locations where bus turnouts or other transit supportive design features are justified. This 
will also include locating park-and-ride or park-and-pool lots to help reduce vehicular 
volumes on routes that are forecast to carry high peak hour, single occupant vehicle 
volumes. 

ACTION C.2.  Identify and deploy cost-effective Intelligent Transportation 
Systems applications to improve safety and system productivity. 

In considering this policy goal, it is important to note that TranPlan 21 is a twenty-year 
plan. In this time frame, intelligent transportation system applications will continue to be 
developed, tested, and deployed nationally. MDT has a number of ITS applications in place 
and under development that positively affect travelers and the transportation system. Some 
commercial vehicle weigh stations are equipped with weigh-in-motion devices and pre-
clearance equipment allowing trucks to bypass the stations, thereby enhancing the efficient 
movement of goods and the enforcement officer’s abilities to quickly and accurately assess 
the safety and credentials of each truck. Traveler information is provided through the 
Department’s web page, toll-free phone number, highway advisory radio, and roadside 
variable message signs. Such information provides advanced warning of hazards and delays, 
reducing the impact of weather, construction, and highway incidents. 

While many of the intelligent transportation system solutions may not appear applicable to 
Montana today, ITS can reduce construction costs and improve the productivity of the 
transportation system. For example, a number of existing, current, and emerging 
technologies offer potential benefits by either enhancing existing applications or deploying 
of new ones. Urban signalization can be improved to increase the flow of vehicular traffic, 
automated de-icing systems can be used to de-ice bridges, and rural transit providers can use 
scheduling software to automate scheduling and billing. This action directs MDT to make 
better use of advances in technology to improve the productivity and safety of the 
transportation system. 

ACTION C.3.  Encourage the metropolitan planning organization areas to 
include enhanced traffic control and management systems in their long-
range plans. 

This action is intended to encourage metropolitan planning organizations to address traffic 
operations and management in their planning. This is an area where closer coordination 
between jurisdictions can significantly improve the operation of the roadway system. 

ACTION C.4.  Strengthen MDT’s traffic operations capability to reduce delay 
and improve travel times through better traffic management. 

This action recognizes that in Montana’s most heavily traveled, non-Interstate corridors 
travel volumes will grow and there will be an acute need to install, manage, and maintain 
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advanced traffic management and control technologies. Currently, MDT has very limited 
capability to ensure that its many traffic signals have optimal timing and coordinate with 
city operated signals. The number of signals, their technical complexity, and the potential to 
use these technologies to improve traffic operations, and hence system productivity, will 
increase considerably. This action recognizes that building this capability at MDT will 
represent a cost-effective approach to maintaining mobility and addressing travel demand 
growth. 
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Status and Disposition of 
Original TranPlan 21 Policy Goals and Actions 

TranPlan 21  
Policy Goals and Actions Status Disposition in TranPlan 21  

2002 Update 
POLICY GOAL A: Establish 
Explicit Priorities for Roadway 
Improvements. 

Retained, on 
going. 

Retained as Policy Goal A. 

Action A.1. Establish a process 
for ensuring project selection 
reflects policy and planning 
goals. 

Implemented, 
retained as on-
going action. 

Updated to reflect current practices 
as Action A.1. 

POLICY GOAL B: Systematically 
Modernize Montana’s Highway 
Infrastructure. 

Retained, on 
going. 

 

Action B.1. Continue to use the 
existing Geometric Design 
Standards for preserving and 
developing the highway system. 

Action retained 
on going. 

Action restated to provide greater 
specificity as Action B.1. 

Action B.2. Establish criteria 
(goals and standards) to be used 
to determine reconstruction 
needs and whether to add 
capacity. 

Action not 
implemented. 

Action restated to provide greater 
specificity to guide 
implementation as Action B.1. 

Action B.3. Establish and 
implement proactive right-of-
way preservation in corridors 
forecast to have capacity 
constraints over the next twenty 
years. 

Retained and 
improved. 

Retained and strengthened as 
Action #. 

Action B.4. Inform local 
planning and development 
officials of the state’s desire to 
preserve these corridors and the 
extent of local responsibilities in 
this regard. 

Retained, on 
going. 

Retained and strengthened as 
Action B.4. 

Action B.5. Encourage local 
jurisdictions to address right-of-
way preservation in local land 
use plans and any access 
management programs. 

Retained, on 
going. 

Incorporated into Action B.4. 
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TranPlan 21  
Policy Goals and Actions Status Disposition in TranPlan 21  

2002 Update 
Action B.6. Establish and fund a 
program, if necessary, for 
acquisition of right-of-way on 
highways that are currently 
congested and TranPlan 21 
forecasts indicate will be 
congested in the next twenty 
years. 

Retained. Strengthened as Action B.5. 

Action B.7. Use the Pavement, 
Maintenance, and Bridge 
Management Systems to 
coordinate maintenance work 
with other construction work. 

Not retained. Not a planning action. Issue area 
addressed by MDT’s business 
planning. 

POLICY GOAL C: Enhance the 
Multimodal Role of the Roadway 
System. 

Incorporated 
into Action 
C.1. 

 

Action C.1. Include 
consideration of public transit 
needs in updates to the 
Geometric Design Standards. 

Retained. Retained as Action C.1. 

Action C.2. Use the Congestion 
Management System to identify 
corridors where public 
transportation could reduce the 
need for capacity improvements. 

Not retained. The intent of the original action is 
addressed through the planning 
process. The Congestion 
Management System is used to 
identify congested areas.  

Action C.3. Identify criteria and 
locations for transit supportive 
design. 

Improved. Incorporated into Action C.1. 

POLICY GOAL D: Identify and 
Deploy Cost-Effective Intelligent 
Transportation Systems Applications 
To Improve Safety and Capacity. 

Updated and 
incorporated 
into policy 
goal C. 

New Policy Goal C. addresses ITS, 
under Maximize the Productivity 
of the Transportation System. 

Action D.1. Develop the MDT’s 
intelligent transportation system 
plan as the basis for evaluating, 
and where cost effective, 
deploying advanced vehicle 
technologies in lieu of highway 
system improvements to improve 
safety and capacity. 

Updated to 
reflect 
completion of 
MDT’s ITS 
plan. 

Updated as Action C.1 Deploy 
ITS, where cost effective, to 
maximize the productivity of the 
transportation system. 
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TranPlan 21  
Policy Goals and Actions Status Disposition in TranPlan 21  

2002 Update 
Action D.2. Encourage the 
metropolitan planning 
organization areas to include 
consideration of intelligent 
transportation systems in their 
long-range plans. 

Updated. Updated as Action C.2. 

POLICY GOAL E: Preserve highway 
pavement conditions at existing or 
higher levels on the interstate and 
primary system. Establish goals for 
improving secondary system 
pavement conditions. 

Restated. Addressed through Action A.2. 

Action E.1. Ensure that the 
Pavement Management System 
is used as a planning, program 
development, and engineering 
tool. 

Completed. Action completed. 

Action E.2. Ensure use of 
Pavement Management System 
is institutionalized. 

Completed. Action completed. 

Action E.3. Develop ways to 
evaluate techniques and 
materials through the 
management system to ensure 
long-term performance. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action E.4. Use the Pavement 
Management System to define 
strategies and funding levels that 
will maintain existing 
performance. 

On-going. Not retained, action is addressed 
on an on-going basis through P3. 

Action E.5. Monitor and 
determine the impacts of the 
North American Free Trade 
Agreement upon Montana’s 
transportation facilities. 

On-going. Incorporated into analysis 
performed under Action A.3. 

Action E.6. Regularly update 
the cost allocation study to 
ensure equity in user fees and 
include analysis of secondary 
system use. 

Retained. Action retained as Action A.3 
under Policy Goal A as part of 
preservation policy. 
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TranPlan 21  
Policy Goals and Actions Status Disposition in TranPlan 21  

2002 Update 
Action E.7. Do not increase the 
MDT’s maintenance 
responsibilities. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action E.8. Use the Pavement 
Management System to assist 
local jurisdictions to understand 
their preservation needs. 

Partially 
implemented. 

Action retained and improved as 
Action A.4 under Policy Goal A as 
part of preservation policy. 

Action E.9. Establish 
maintenance standards and goals 
to complement the Geometric 
Design Standards. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action E.10. Prioritize system 
preservation and maintenance. 

On-going. Not retained as a separate action. 
Incorporated into Action A.2. 

Action E.11. Use the Bridge 
Management System as a 
planning, program development, 
and engineering tool. 

Completed. Action completed. 

Action E.12. Provide and 
disseminate transportation 
system preservation and 
maintenance information. 

On-going. Incorporated into Action A.4 under 
Policy Goal A as part of 
preservation policy. 

POLICY GOAL F: Improve 
Construction and Maintenance 
Techniques and Materials 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.1. Continually review 
maintenance operational 
procedures for efficiency and 
effectiveness improvements. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.2. Review procedures 
for testing and accepting 
maintenance materials to ensure 
quality materials. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.3. Utilize the 
Maintenance Review Section 
and the Construction Review 
Section, through the Materials 
Bureau, to further review the 
problem of poor aggregates and 
availability throughout the state. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 
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TranPlan 21  
Policy Goals and Actions Status Disposition in TranPlan 21  

2002 Update 
Action F.4. Review department 
procedures for testing and 
accepting new materials and 
procedures developed through 
research and development. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.5. Continue ongoing 
communications processes with 
contractors and materials 
suppliers to improve results. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.6. Continue efforts to 
review bidding procedures to 
determine if there are any 
impediments to implementation 
of new methods or materials. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

Action F.7. Establish a task 
force including contractors and 
suppliers to review the bidding 
situation. 

Not retained. Issue area and specific action more 
appropriately addressed through 
the Strategic Business Plan. 

 
 


